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t would be strange that a subject which has aroused in turn all 
the passions of the country should be discussed without the 
interference of any of our own. We are men, and, therefore, not 
exempt from those passions; as citizens and representatives we feel 
the interests that must excite them. The hazard of great interests 
can not fail to agitate strong passions. We are not disinterested; it is 
impossible we should be dispassionate. The warmth of such feelings 
may becloud the judgment and for a time pervert the understand- 
ing. But the public sensibility, and our own, has sharpened the spirit 
of inquiry and given an animation to the debate. The public atten- 
tion has been quickened to mark the progress of the discussion, 
and its judgment, often hasty and erroneous on first impressions, 
has become solid and enlightened at last. Our result will, I hope, on 
that account be safer and more mature, as well as more accordant 
with that of the nation. The only constant agents in political affairs 
are the passions of men. Shall we complain of our nature — shall we 
say that man ought to have been made otherwise? It is right already, 
because He, from whom we derive our nature, ordained it so; and 
because thus made and thus acting, the cause of truth and the pub- 
lic good is more surely promoted. 

The treaty is bad, fatally bad, is the cry. It sacrifices the inter- 
est, the honor, the independence of the United States and the faith 
of our engagements to France. If we listen to the clamor of party 
intemperance, the evils are of a number not to be counted, and 
of a nature not to be borne, even in idea. The language of passion 
and exaggeration may silence that of sober reason in other places; 
it has not done it here. The question here is, whether the treaty be 
really so very fatal as to oblige the nation to break its faith. I admit 
that such a treaty ought not to be executed. I admit that self-pres- 
ervation is the first law of society as well as of individuals. It would, 
perhaps, be deemed an abuse of terms to call that a treaty which 
violates such a principle. I waive, also, for the present, any inquiry 
what departments shall represent the nation and annul the stipula- 
tions of a treaty. 

I content myself with pursuing the inquiry whether the nature 
of this compact be such as to justify our refusal to carry it into 
effect. A treaty is the promise of a nation. Now, promises do not 
always bind him that makes them. But I lay down two rules which 
ought to guide us in this case. The treaty must appear to be bad, not 


merely in the petty details, but in its character, principle, and mass. 
And in the next place, this ought to be ascertained by the decided 
and general concurrence of the enlightened public. 

I confess there seems to be something very like ridicule thrown 
over the debate by the discussion of the articles in detail. The un- 
decided point is, shall we break our faith? And while our country 
and enlightened Europe await the issue with more than curiosity, 
we are employed to gather piecemeal, and article by article, from 
the instrument, a justification for the deed by trivial calculations of 
commercial profit and loss. This is little worthy of the subject of this 
body, or of the nation. If the treaty is bad it will appear to be so in 
its mass. Evil to a fatal extreme, if that be its tendency, requires no 
proof; it brings it. Extremes speak for themselves and make their 
own law. What if the direct voyage of American ships to Jamaica 
with horses or lumber might net one or two per centum more than 
the present trade to Surinam; would the proof of the fact avail any- 
thing in so grave a question as the violation of the public engage- 
ments? 

What is patriotism? Is it a narrow affection for the spot where 
a man was born? Are the very clods where we tread entitled to this 
ardent preference because they are greener? No, sir, this is not the 
character of the virtue, and it soars higher for its object. It is an 
extended self-love, mingling with all the enjoyments of life, and 
twisting itself with the minutest filaments of the heart. It is thus we 
obey the laws of society, because they are the laws of virtue. In their 
authority we see not the array of force and terror, but the vener- 
able image of our country’s honor. Every good citizen makes that 
honor his own and cherishes it not only as precious, but as sacred. 
He is willing to risk his life in its defense, and is conscious that he 
gains protection while he gives it. For, what rights of a citizen will 
be deemed inviolable when a State renounces the principles that 
constitute their security? Or if his life should not be invaded, what 
would its enjoyments be in a country odious in the eyes of strang- 
ers and dishonored in his own? Could he look with affection and 
veneration to such a country as his parent? The sense of having 
one would die within him; he would blush for his patriotism, if he 
retained any, and justly, for it would be a vice. He would be a ban- 
ished man in his native land. 
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I see no exception to the respect that is paid among nations to 
the law of good faith. If there are cases in this enlightened period 
when it is violated, there are none when it is decried. It is the 
philosophy of politics, the religion of governments. It is observed 
by barbarians — a whiff of tobacco smoke, or a string of beads gives 
not merely binding force but sanctity to treaties. Even in Algiers 
a truce may be bought for money, but when ratified even Algiers 
is too wise, or too just, to disown and annul its obligation. Thus 
we see, neither the ignorance of savages, nor the principles of an 
association for piracy and rapine, permit a nation to despise its 
engagements. If, sir, there could be a resurrection from the foot of 
the gallows, if the victims of justice could live again, collect together 
and form a society, they would, however loath, soon find them- 
selves obliged to make justice that justice under which they fell, the 
fundamental law of their State. They would perceive it was their 
interest to make others respect, and they would, therefore, soon pay 
some respect themselves to the obligations of good faith. 

It is painful, I hope it is superfluous, to make even the supposi- 
tion that America should furnish the occasion of this opprobrium. 
No, let me not even imagine that a republican government, sprung 
as our own is from a people enlightened and uncorrupted, a gov- 
ernment whose origin is right, and whose daily discipline is duty, 
can, upon solemn debate, make its option to be faithless — can dare 
to act what despots dare not avow, what our own example evinces, 
the States of Barbary are unsuspected of. 

No, let me rather make the supposition that Great Britain 
refuses to execute the treaty, after we have done everything to carry 
it into effect. Is there any language of reproach pungent enough 
to express your commentary of the fact? What would you say, or, 
rather, what could you not say? Would you not tell them, wherever 
an Englishman might travel, shame would stick to him— he would 
disown his country. You would exclaim: England, proud of your 
wealth, and arrogant in the possession of power — blush for these 
distinctions which become the vehicles of your dishonor. Such a 
nation might truly say to corruption, thou art my father, and to the 
worm, thou are my mother and my sister. We would say of such a 
race of men, their name is a heavier burden than their debt. 

On this theme my emotions are unutterable. If I could find 
words for them, if my powers bore any proportion of my zeal, I 
would swell my voice to such a note of remonstrance it should 
reach every log house beyond the mountains. I would say to the 


inhabitants: wake from your false security; your cruel dangers, your 
more cruel apprehensions are soon to be renewed; the wounds, 
yet unhealed, are to be torn open again; in the daytime your path 
through the woods will be ambushed; the darkness of midnight will 
glitter with the blaze of your dwellings. You are a father — the blood 
of your sons shall fatten your cornfield; you are a mother— the war- 
whoop shall wake the sleep of the cradle. 

On this subject you need not suspect any deception on your 
feelings. It is a spectacle of horror which can not be overdrawn. If 
you have nature in your hearts, it will speak a language compared 
with which all I have said or can say will be poor and frigid. 

Will it be whispered that the treaty has made me a new cham- 
pion for the protection of the frontiers? It is known that my voice as 
well as my vote have been uniformly given in conformity with the 
ideas I have expressed. Protection is the right of the frontiers; it is 
our duty to give it. 

Who will accuse me of wandering out of the subject? Who will 
say that I exaggerate the tendencies of our measures? Will any one 
answer by a sneer that all this is idle preaching? Will anyone deny 
that we are bound, and I would hope to good purpose, by the most 
solemn sanctions of duty for the vote we give? Are despots alone 
to be reproached for unfeeling indifference to the tears and blood 
of their subjects? Have the principles on which you ground the 
reproach upon cabinets and kings no practical influence, no bind- 
ing force? Are they merely themes of idle declamation introduced 
to decorate the morality of a newspaper essay or to furnish petty 
topics of harang from the windows of that State House? I trust it is 
neither too presumptuous nor too late to ask. Can you put the dear- 
est interest of society at risk without guilt and without remorse? 

By rejecting the posts we light the savage fires— we bind the 
victims. This day we undertake to render account to the widows 
and orphans whom our decision will make, to the wretches that 
will be roasted at the stake, to our country, and I do not deem it too 
serious to say, to conscience and to God. We are answerable, and if 
duty be anything more than a word of imposture, if conscience be 
not a bugbear, we are preparing to make ourselves as wretched as 
our country. 

There is no mistake in this case — there can be none. Experi- 
ence has already been the prophet of events, and the cries of future 
victims have already reached us. The Western inhabitants are not 
a silent and uncomplaining sacrifice. The voice of humanity issues 
from the shade of their wilderness. It exclaims that, while one hand 
is held up to reject this treaty, the other grasps a tomahawk. It sum- 
mons our imagination to the scenes that will open. It is no great 
effort of the imagination to conceive that events so near are already 
begun. I can fancy that I listen to the yells of savage vengeance and 
the shrieks of torture. Already they seem to sigh in the west wind — 
already they mingle with every echo from the mountains. 



Let me cheer the mind, weary, no doubt, and ready to despond 
on this prospect, by presenting another, which it is yet in our power 
to realize. Is it possible for a real American to look at the prosperity 
of this country without some desire for its continuance — without 
some respect for the measures which, many will say, produce, and 
all will confess, have preserved it? Will he not feel some dread that 
a change of system will reverse the scene? The well-grounded fears 
of our citizens in 1794 were removed by the treaty, but are not 
forgotten. Then they deemed war nearly inevitable, and would not 
this adjustment have been considered at that day as a happy escape 
from the calamity? The great interest and the general desire of our 
people were to enjoy the advantages of neutrality. This instrument, 
however misrepresented, affords America that inestimable security. 
The causes of our disputes are either cut up by the roots or referred 
to a new negotiation after the end of the European war. This was 
gaining everything, because it confirmed our neutrality by which 
our citizens are gaining everything. This alone would justify the en- 
gagements of the government. For, when the fiery vapors of the war 
lowered in the skirts of our horizon, all our wishes were concen- 
trated in this one, that we might escape the desolation of the storm. 
This treaty, like a rainbow on the edge of the cloud, marked to our 
eyes the space where it was raging and afforded at the same time 
the sure prognostic of fair weather. If we reject it the vivid colors 
will grow pale— it will be a baleful meteor portending tempest and 
war. 

I rose to speak under the impressions that I would have resisted 
if I could. Those who see me will believe that the reduced state of 
my health has unfitted me almost equally for much exertion of 
body or mind. Unprepared for debate, by careful reflection in my 


retirement or by long attention here, I thought the resolution I had 
taken to sit silent was imposed by necessity, and would cost me no 
effort to maintain. With a mind thus vacant of ideas and sinking, as 
I really am, under a sense of weakness, I imagined the very desire 
of speaking was extinguished by the persuasion that I had nothing 
to say. Yet, when I come to the moment of deciding the vote I start 
back with dread from the edge of the pit into which we are plung- 
ing. In my view even the minutes I have spent in expostulation have 
their value, because they protract the crisis and the short period in 
which alone we may resolve to escape it. 

I have thus been led by my feelings to speak more at length 
than I intended. Yet I have, perhaps, as little personal interest in 
the event as any one here. There is, I believe, no member who will 
not think his chance to be a witness of the consequences greater 
than mine. If, however, the vote shall pass to reject, and a spirit 
should rise, as it will, with the public disorders, to make confusion 
worse confounded, even I, slender and almost broken as my hold 
upon life is, may outlive the government and Constitution of my 
country. ■ 
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